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AMONGST  the  leading  social  problems  of  the  day,  one  of  the 
most  prominent,  as  well  as  the  most  important,  is  that 
dealt  with  by  those  who,  while  recognizing  the  rights  of  capital 
and  of  labour,  seek  at  the  same  time  to  benefit  the  toiling 
masses  by  endeavouring  to  make  their  home  comforts  greater, 
and  thereby  to  elevate  them  in  the  social  scale.  How  to  pro¬ 
vide  comfortable  and  commodious  residences  for  the  artisan 
and  labourer,  with  all  modern  sanitary  improvements ;  how  to 
draw  off  the  working  man  from  the  allurements  of  the  public- 
house  and  gin-palace ;  how  to  improve  the  tastes  of  the  masses, 
and  teach  them  to  desire  other  enjoyments  than  those  of  the 
tap-room ;  how  to  educate  the  children  of  very  many  of  the 
industrious  classes,  are  all  questions  which  public  philanthro¬ 
pists,  social  reformers,  and  even  benevolent  legislators  have 
taxed  their  energies  to  solve  :  and  although  they  have  been  to 
some  partial  extent  successful,  yet  they  must  all  confess  that 
their  efforts  have  been  largely  attended  with  failure.  The 
result  might  lead  some  to  despondency  in  regard  to  their  labours 
for  their  fellows,  if  it  were  not  that  so  much  which  is  encourage- 
ing  can  be  pointed  to  as  justifying  bright  hopes  of  future  success. 

One  very  noteworthy  instance  of  what  can  be  done  to  bene¬ 
fit  employes  is  to  be  witnessed  at  an  undoubtedly  model 
manufacturing  town,  to  which  it  shall  be  our  duty,  and  a 
pleasing  one  indeed,  to  introduce  the  reader. 

The  town  to  which  we  seek  to  direct  special  attention  is 
Bessbrook,  within  three  English  miles  of  Newry,  county  of 
Armagh;  and  perhaps  it  has  not  its  equal  in  the  United 
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Kingdom  as  one  of  the  most  unexceptionable  manufacturing 
towns. 

A  few  years  ago  Bessbrook  bad  no  existence.  It  has  sprung 
up  in  the  memory  of  young  men.  Its  principal  founder,  and 
now  sole  proprietor — a  man  still  active,  hale,  and  hearty — is 
John  Grubb  Richardson,  of  Moyallen,  a  leading  member  of  the 
Society  of  Friends  in  Ireland.  This  gentleman,  with  one  or 
two  other  ‘Friends,’  formed  the  Bessbrook  Spinning  Company, 
and  erected  the  Bessbrook  Mills  in  an  open  country  lying  to 
the  left  of  the  Newry  main  line  station  of  the  Dublin  and 
Belfast  Junction  Railway,  or  the  third  station  from  Dundalk, 
— the  first,  when  travelling  by  mail  or  express  train,  on  the 
way  to  Belfast  from  the  Irish  metropolis.  The  site  is  one  of 
the  prettiest  that  could  have  been  selected  in  the  district. 
Newry  lies  three  English  miles  below  it,  at  the  foot  of  a  range 
of  gently  sloping  hills  forming  a  basin,  at  the  bottom  of  which 
the  populous  town  of  Newry  stands.  Bessbrook  is  itself  shel¬ 
tered  by  rising  ground  on  three  sides  of  it,  but  with  the  view 
open  towards  N ewry,  Armagh,  and  Portadown.  The  factory  has 
grown  from  small  proportions  at  first  to  large  and  still  larger 
dimensions,  until  at  the  present  time  it  gives  employment  to 
over  3,000  '  hands/  The  flax  is  taken  ‘  raw  '  off  the  ‘  spread/ 
and  is  put  through  every  process  in  the  factory — from  beetling 
the  fibre  until  the  fine  linen  is  turned  out  completed.  The 
name  of  the  ‘  Bessbrook  Spinning  Mills  ’  is  at  present  there¬ 
fore  a  misnomer.  The  factory  itself  is  a  perfect  model,  and  all 
the  grounds  surrounding  it  are  laid  out  in  the  most  beautiful 
manner.  In  summer  the  appearance  is  charming  ;  even  in 
mid-winter  it  is  delightful.  It  must  be  almost  a  pleasure  to 
pursue  ordinary  daily  avocations  in  the  midst  of  so  much  of 
nature's  loveliness,  adorned  still  further  by  art  and  skill  in 
horticulture  and  landscape  gardening. 

On  these  scenes  around  the  factory  we  shall  not  linger.  Our 
object  is  rather  to  describe  Bessbrook,  its  population,  and 
institutions.  The  town  of  Bessbrook  is  an  appendage  to  the 
factory,  having  in  reality  ‘  grown  with  its  growth.’  According 
as  ‘  the  mill ;  has  been  enlarged,  so  has  the  town  in  a  like  ratio, 
until  it  now  contains  a  population  of  nearly  3,000,  somewhat 
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equal  to  that  of  the  county  town  of  Cavan  in  the  same  pro¬ 
vince  of  Ulster.  Most  of  the  'mill  hands  *  reside  in  Bessbrook, 
though  some  of  them  dwell  in  the  surrounding  farm  houses,  and 
others  in  the  town  of  Newry.  Mr.  Richardson  has  caused  the 
town  to  be  erected  solely  to  accommodate  the  employes.  It  is 
well  laid  out  as  well  as  beautifully  situated.  It  stands  on  a 
slope  of  ground  above  the  northern  end  of  the  factory.  At  the 
furthest  distance  from  the  mill  is  a  very  neat  square,  in  which 
several  good  shops  stand,  and  from  this  square  streets  run  down 
the  slope  towards  the  factory  and  Newry.  Two  of  the  shops 
in  the  square  are  co-operative  stores  belonging  to  the  workers 
— one  to  adults,  and  the  other  solely  to  juveniles  of  the  Band 
of  Hope,  who  are  its  only  shareholders.  Besides  these  there 
are  in  the  square  a  draper’s  shop,  a  butcher’s  shop,  a  glass  and 
delf  shop,  and  a  bakery.  The  owners  of  these  latter  establish¬ 
ments  are  of  Mr.  Richardson’s  selection — men  chosen  for  their 
well-established  reputation  for  honourable  and  honest  dealing. 
There  are  no  two  houses  in  the  same  trade,  and  everything 
supplied  is  of  the  best  quality  at  fair  market  prices,  the 
competition  of  the  adjoining  large  town  of  Newry  being 
sufficient  to  secure  this,  even  if  Mr.  Richardson  did  not  take 
so  much  care  as  he  does  to  have  the  most  strictly  upright 
dealers  in  the  shops;  subject  also,  to  a  great  extent,  to  the 
surveillance  of  himself  or  his  manager,  Mr.  Harris,  and  liable 
to  be  at  auy  time  put  under  notice  to  leave  if  found  engaged 
in  dishonest  trading. 

The  co-operative  stores  are  managed  by  the  working  men 
at  the  heads  of  the  several  departments  in  the  factory,  and  the 
majority  of  the  operatives  hold  shares  in  the  stores.  These 
establishments  have  always  been  well  conducted,  and  have 
hitherto  paid  a  good  dividend  to  the  investors,  besides  supply¬ 
ing  all  the  inhabitants  with  wholesome,  unadulterated  provi¬ 
sions.  In  these  business  matters  Mr.  Richardson  takes  the 
deepest  interest,  and  Mr.  Harris  devotes  much  time  and 
attention  to  their  development. 

The  square,  shops,  adjoining  streets,  and  all  the  larger 
houses  are  lighted  with  gas  manufactured  at  the  mill.  The 
footpaths  of  the  town  are  neatly  kept,  the  streets  well  sewered 
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and  scrupulously  scavenged.  The  streets  are  very  uniform, 
the  houses  in  each  being  adapted  for  larger  or  smaller  families, 
as  the  case  may  be.  Each  family  is  accommodated  with  a 
house  of  from  three  to  six  rooms,  according  to  it's  numbers, 
and  for  this  it  pays  Mr.  Richardson  a  fixed  weekly  rent,  which, 
whilst  not  onerous  on  the  inhabitants,  returns  a  fair  per  centage 
on  the  capital  expended  in  erecting  and  sustaining  the  town. 
No  overcrowding  is  observable;  all  is  comfortable  and  commo¬ 
dious.  In  this  respect  the  town  is  a  model  ;  but  not  in  this 
respect  alone.  House  accommodation  of  this  class  is  highly 
important  for  the  operative  classes ;  but  Mr.  Richardson  is  no 
believer  in  comfortable  dwellings  alone  working  a  great  reform 
amongst  the  masses.  He  rather  believes  that  if  the  people  are 
reformed  they  will  themselves  reform  their  dwellings.  Still 
he  lends  them  useful  aid  in  effecting  both. 

In  one  of  the  principal  streets  is  a  reading  room  and  library, 
with  a  room  for  playing  games  such  as  draughts,  backgam¬ 
mon,  and  chess.  This  institution  is  well  supplied  with  news¬ 
papers,  periodicals,  and  books,  and  is  a  favourite  place  of  resort 
in  the  evenings,  especially  during  the  winter  months.  Close 
to  this  reading  room  is  an  hotel  conducted  on  temperance 
principles,  where  visitors  to  the  town  or  ‘  casuals ’  may  find 
excellent  accommodation.  In  the  same  street  is  a  dispensary, 
where  the  sick  are  attended  to  and  medicines  dispensed  by 
Dr.  Lightburne.  On  the  management  of  this  and  other  in¬ 
stitutions  of  the  place  we  shall  have  a  word  of  explanation 
presently.  At  the  end  of  this  street,  standing  a  little  retired 
from  the  thoroughfare,  are  splendid  schools,  admirably  con¬ 
ducted  and  largely  attended. 

In  the  management  of  these  schools,  and  of  the  dispensary, 
Mr.  Richardson  has  probably  gone  to  greater  trouble  than  in 
any  other  arrangements  connected  with  the  factory  and  the 
town. 

In  Ireland  there  exists  an  admirable  dispensary  system 
under  the  Medical  Charities’  Act,  and  connected  with  the 
Poor-Law  administration  of  the  country.  Every  foot  of  Irish 
soil  is  in  some  dispensary  district,  and  every  poor  resident  is 
entitled  to  medical  attendance,  at  his  own  house  or  at  the  dis- 
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pensary,  as  the  case  may  require.  But  Mr.  Bichardson  has 
not  considered  that  it  could  even  be  creditable  to  independent, 
industrious  operatives  to  have  recourse  to  the  relief  provided 
bv  the  Medical  Charities'  Act  in  time  of  sickness.  Bessbrook 
is  taxed  under  the  Poor  Laws  for  medical  relief  for  the  district 
in  which  it  stands,  but  this  consideration  has  not  altered  Mr. 
Richardson's  views.  Neither  has  he  thought  that  operatives 
ought  to  be  dependent  for  their  support  on  others  in  case  of 
sickness.  He  has,  therefore,  caused  a  fund  to  be  established 
at  the  factory  for  providing  medical  attendance,  medicine,  and 
half  the  usual  wTeekly  earnings,  for  any  and  all  workers  in  cases 
of  sickness.  Each  employe  pays  so  much  per  week  to  this 
fund.  The  contribution  is  stopped  from  his  or  her  wages, 
under  a  distinct  arrangement  made  on  entering  the  employ¬ 
ment.  The  fund  so  created  supports  the  dispensary,  pays 
Dr.  Lightburne,  and  gives  half  the  ordinary  wages  to  all  who 
are  detained  from  employment  by  sickness.  The  amount  of 
weekly  contributions  from  the  workers  would  not  of  itself  be 
sufficient  to  accomplish  all  this,  but  Mr.  Richardson  supple¬ 
ments  it  with  about  a  £150  a  year.  The  workers  are  thus 
independent  in  sickness,  and  the  poors  rate  is  relieved  of  any 
burden  from  Bessbrook. 

The  schools  are  equally  well  managed.  Knowing  how  care¬ 
less,  too  frequently,  working  parents  are  in  keeping  their 
children  at  school,  Mr.  Richardson  has  devised  a  plan  to  pro¬ 
mote  attendance.  He  has  not  said,  c  You  must  send  your 
children  to  the  schools;’  but  he  has  said,  and  he  enforces  it, 
that  they  must  pay  a  penny  per  week  for  each  child  over  four 
years  of  age  for  its  school  fees,  and  that  then  they  may  send 
them  to  school  or  not  as  they  please.  He  explains  that  of 
course  his  desire  is  to  secure  their  attendance.  The  penny 
per  week  per  child  school  fee  is  also  stopped  from  the  wages, 
and  handed  to  the  school  teachers.  The  schools  are  under  the 
Board  of  National  Education  in  Ireland,  which  secures  united 
secular  and  separate  religious  instruction  for  the  children.  The 
children  attending  the  Bessbrook  schools  are  therefore  not 
going  to  a  Quaker  institution,  but  to  an  establishment  where 
the  conscientious  convictions  of  every  parent  and  child  are 
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fully  acknowledged  and  respected.  The  payment  of  the  penny 
a  week  is  to  some  extent  compulsory,  though  part  of  the 
original  bargain  on  entering  the  employment ;  but  it  is  for  a 
noble  object,  and  the  operatives  all  admit  the  great  benefit  it 
brings. 

Adjoining  the  factory  is  a  large  dining  hall,  capable  of  seat¬ 
ing  250  persons  at  dinner.  It  can  also  be  used  for  public 
meetings  ;  but  when  only  in  use  as  a  dining  hall,  each  table 
is  separated  from  the  next  by  a  thick  curtain  on  a  roller;  when 
the  curtains  are  all  down,  the  tables  are  distinct  and  separate; 
when  they  are  rolled  up,  the  hail  is  one  long  apartment. 
Coffee  is  sold  here  at  a  halfpenny  per  cup,  and  everything  else 
is  equally  cheap,  and  many  of  the  workers  who  have  not 
families  take  their  mid-day  meal  in  this  hall.  The  food 
supplied  is  of  first- class  quality,  and  the  cooking  excellent. 

We  have  pointed  out  some  of  the  direct  and  striking  features 
connected  with  this  model  town  and  its  management.  We 
must  now  briefly  refer  to  some  negative  advantages  which  it 
possesses.  We  do  not  know  that  all  our  readers  will  sym¬ 
pathise  with  these ;  but  it  is  our  duty  to  record  them,  as  well 
as  our  impressions  of  their  effects  upon  the  town. 

First  amongst  the  negative  points  of  Mr.  Richardson's  ma¬ 
nagement  is  the  fact  that  he  allows  no  licensed  public-house 
in  the  town,  nor  on  any  of  his  lands  surrounding  it ;  and  as 
a  corollary  to  this,  he  allows  no  police  in  the  place.  The 
Irish  Constabulary,  armed  cap  a-pie ,  occupy  every  town  in 
Ireland,  and  have  barracks  for  half-a-dozen  men  each  along 
every  road  side  ;  but  there  are  none  in  Bessbrook.  Mr. 
Richardson  alleges  that  so  long  as  he  keeps  out  the  public- 
house  they  can  do  without  police ;  but  that  so  soon  as  the 
tap-room  is  introduced  they  will  require  the  constabulary. 
There  is  no  drunkenness  in  Bessbrook ;  no  quarrelling,  though 
the  inhabitants  are  all  Irish ;  no  theft ;  no  crime ;  no  infanti¬ 
cide  ; — in  short,  the  operatives  are  models  of  sobriety  and  good 
order.  Of  course  it  is  not  meant  to  be  said  that  they  have 
not  their  faults  and  their  failings  like  mankind  everywhere ; 
but  the  town  is  wholly  free  from  the  sad  scenes  which  are  to 
be  met  with  publicly  every  night  in  much  smaller  populations. 
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And  the  population  of  Bessbrook  is  composed  entirely  of 
operatives,  while  that  of  many  other  towns  is  mixed,  com¬ 
prising  the  wealthy  and  the  poor.  The  operatives  themselves 
have  not  two  opinions  on  the  question  of  the  absence  or  pre¬ 
sence  of  the  public-house.  They  are  agreed  that  if  licensed 
houses  were  opened  in  Bessbrook,  the  reading-room,  the  li¬ 
brary,  the  schools,  the  co-operative  societies  would  all  be  de¬ 
serted  by  only  too  many,  for  the  allurements  of  the  dram¬ 
shop,  and  that  another  establishment,  hitherto  unknown  in 
Bessbrook,  the  pawn-office,  would  soon  be  required.  And  not 
only  so,  but  the  police-barrack,  the  handcuffs,  and  the  dark 
cells  would  come  into  fashion  too,  and  homes  now  happy 
would  soon  be  rendered  miserable.  All  'this  Mr.  Bichardson 
had  seen  in  too  many  other  towns,  and  he  decided  to  keep  the 
licensed  public-houses  out  of  Bessbrook.  The  results  have 
decidedly  confirmed  him  in  his  resolution,  and  would  convince 
the  most  sceptical  of  the  wisdom  of  the  course  he  thus  adopted, 
if  the  town  were  only  once  or  twice  visited  by  them.  Coupled 
with  the  last  negative  point  of  management  is  also  the  exclu¬ 
sion  of  police  and  pawn-offices,  as  already  referred  to ;  these 
follow  in  the  wake  of  the  dram-shop,  and  the  exclusion  of  the 
public-house  renders  them  unnecessary. 

As  bearing  upon  this  question,  we  may  add  that  there  is  a 
well-managed  temperance  society  conducted  in  the  town,  of 
which  Mr.  Richardson  is  president,  and  Dr.  Lightburne  secre¬ 
tary.  A  large  number  of  the  workers,  male  and  female,  are 
enrolled  teetotalers,  and  take  an  interest  in  the  meetings, 
which  are  held  in  the  school-rooms.  Occasional  soirees  are  held 
in  the  dining  hall ;  at  these  tea  and  coffee  are  provided,  and  very 
pleasing  reunions  are  effected.  At  these  latter  Mr.  J.  N. 
Richardson,  son  and  heir  to  the  proprietor,  takes  a  leading 
part,  and,  in  person,  sees  that  every  one  is  made  thoroughly 
comfortable.  We  had  the  pleasure  of  attending  one  of  these 
meetings  during  the  winter  just  past,  and  we  must  bear  witness 
that  ‘the  arrangements  i effected  credit  on  all  concerned,’ as 
the  reporters  put  it. 

The  amount  of  comfort  in  the  homes  of  the  people  at  Bess¬ 
brook  is  exactly  what  might  be  expected  from  all  these  efforts 
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to  educate  the  operatives  in  practical  matters.  The  houses, 
which  we  visited  extensively,  are  kept  scrupulously  clean. 
The  walls  of  the  ground-floors  are  neatly  whitewashed,  the 
floors  are  well  kept,  the  furniture  is  suitable,  and  much  of  it  is, 
moreover,  ornamental.  There  is  nothing  like  ‘an  Irish  cabin' 
to  be  seen ;  nothing  of  the  custom  of  feeding  the  fowl  and  the 
pig  in  the  kitchen,  which  still  prevails  amongst  even  rather 
well-to-do  farmers.  The  good  housewives  appear  tidy  and 
neatly  dressed,  with  nothing  tawdry  or  showy  about  them. 
The  children  seem  well  kept,  and  everything  bespeaks  good 
wages  well  spent  for  the  benefit  of  the  household,  not  for  the 
advantage  of  the  spirit-dealer,  as  is  too  often  the  case  with 
even  the  poorest  in  our  Irish  towns,  whose  earnings,  if  well 
laid  out,  would  not  purchase  enough  of  bare  necessaries,  much 
less  needless  and  worse  than  useless  luxuries,  for  a  working 
man. 

On  the  whole,  then,  we  think  we  have  clearly  established 
our  starting  point,  that  there  is  a  model  manufacturing  town, 
and  that  Bessbrook,  county  of  Armagh,  Ireland,  is  entitled  to 
rank  as  such.  Our  narrative  plainly  proves  that  even  amid 
agitation  and  foolish  commotion,  the  manufactures  of  the 
country  can  be  promoted  and  the  well-being  of  the  workers 
carefully  secured  in  such  a  model  town  as  Bessbrook,  and 
with  such  a  model  proprietor  and  employer  as  Mr.  J.  Grubb 
Bichardson. 
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